4                               HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION.

All investigation in the realm of the history of civili/ation,

that considers not merely a single people but mankind in general,
and that goes back to the earliest historic documents, invariably
leads to the wonderful orient so rich in legends to central Asia,
the traditional cradle of mankind, This is also true of the history
of the trade of the oldest peoples, and especially of the source
and distribution of the useful spices and aromatics.

Its geographical position and topographical configuration make
Asia a very highly favored continent. Broad as it is, it extends
from pole to equator. Favored by mighty mountain chains
and rivers, its most beautiful and richest countries lie in lati-
tudes where soil and climate afford all conditions favourable to
luxuriant subtropical vegetation. The eastern and southern coast-
lands are cleft by large bays which penetrate far inland. Many
navigable rivers which flow into these bays have their origin in
distant highlands. The mainland is bordered by a wreath of
islands extending from the Japanese island realm through the
Malay archipelago to Ceylon, These islands abound in tropical
vegetation. The entire continent, therefore, reveals a diversity
and richness of plant life such as no other possesses*

These advantages have made southern Asia and the islands
bordering on its coast the oldest and principal scene of inter-
national traffic and commerce, spices and aromatics constituting
the main articles of exchange. They not only found general use
on account of their agreeable odor and aromatic taste, but were
employed by most peoples in religious rites and sacrificial customs,
and thus acquired symbolic meaning. With the increase of
prosperity and luxury, also with the development of the sense
of cleanliness and of physical wellbeing, spices and uromaticn
not only became more valuable, but their consumption increased,

According to documents discovered in recent years. the
territory between the Indus and the Oxus was the starting point
of the early commerce between the oldest peoples of central and
southern Asia. Attockt Cabura, Bactra, and Maracanda seem to
have been the first larger centres for storage and exchange of
oriental products. These consisted of spices and aromatics, the
noble metals, silk, and jewelry. To Attock were brought the
products of the eastern Chinese empire, which, at an early date*
closed its markets to the rest of the world.